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Profiles of 
Afrjcan AmenCans 
in Tennessee 
Thomas Washington Talley 
Fisk Chemistry professor and 
pioneering African-American folklorist, Thomas 
Washington Talley was born on October 9, 1870 
in Bedford County, Tennessee. His parents, 
Charles Washington Talley and Lucinda Talley 
were former slaves who had moved with their 
extended family from Mississippi to near 
Shelbyville, Tennessee, shortly after the Civil 
War. One of nine children, young Thomas 
attended a school for African-American children 
built on a relative's property, and after six years of 
education, taught at the school before leaving 
Bedford County for Nashville. In Nashville, he 
received both his high school and college 
education at Fisk University, where he studied 
science and participated in several musical 
endeavors, including touring with the Fisk Jubilee 
Singers. Talley graduated from Fisk in 1890. He 
continued his studies at Walden University, 
receiving graduate degrees from Walden and 
Meharry. Talley pursued additional graduate 
work throughout the course of his life, including 
summer sessions at Harvard University, and he 
received a doctorate from the University of 
Chicago in 1931. 
Talley dedicated his adult life to 
education, holding instructional positions at 
Alcorn A&M, Florida A&M, and Tuskegee 
Institute. While at Florida A&M, he also served 
as Vice-President of the university, and there he 
met Ellen Eunice Roberts, whom he married in 
1899. In 1903, Talley returned to Fisk University, 
where he spent over thirty years teaching 
chemistry, biology, and science, and served as the 
chairman of the Chemistry Department for twenty 
-five years. Talley was professor and advisor to 
St. Elmo Brady, who left Fisk following his 
graduation and became the first African-American 
to earn a doctorate in Chemistry, at the University 
of Illinois. Talley-Brady Hall on the Fisk campus 
is named in their honor. Talley also published 
numerous articles in the sciences in highly-
regarded journals. He retired from Fisk in 1938. 
Remembering the jubilee songs of his 
youth, Talley enjoyed performing these songs 
with choral groups, including the Fisk Mozart 
Society (now Fisk University Choir), with which 
he participated and directed, along with singing 
with the choir at the Fisk Union Church. 
Preparing for a Christmas program, he wrote a 
Christmas jubilee song based on the traditional 
music of his past, entitled "Behold That Star," 
which has become a widely performed Christmas 
carol. 
A talented singer and musician, and long 
interested in the stories and traditions learned 
from his family members on the farm near 
Shelbyville, Talley began writing down the 
stories, rhymes, songs, and games he remembered 
from his youth. He cultivated a friendship with 
other Fisk scholars interested in African-
American music and folklore, including John 
Work II and William J. Faulkner, and collected 
additional songs and folk tales from his friends, 
family, colleagues, and students, including from 
other countries of the African diaspora. His 
collection of folksongs was published in 1922 as 
Negro Folk Rhymes (Wise and Otherwise), with a 
lengthy scholarly analysis by Talley and an 
Introduction by Vanderbilt literature professor 
Walter Clyde Curry. Although ignored by many 
contemporary white folklorists and journals, 
Negro Folk Rhymes received favorable reviews in 
the African-American and foreign press, and 
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today is highly regarded as the "first serious 
collection of folksongs from Tennessee, the first 
compilation of black secular folksong, and the 
first to be assembled by a black 
scholar" (Cockrill). 
Talley' s work in folklore was not limited 
to collecting songs and stories. His analyses of 
folkloric tales, including one published 
posthumously in the Tennessee Folklore Society 
Bulletin of "De Wull er de Wust (The Will o ' the 
Wisp)" demonstrate a scholarly understanding of 
the insight these tales offered in the expression 
and intellect of African-American society from 
its earliest days. Talley had compiled many other 
introductory essays and comments on some 
fifteen lengthy folktales in a manuscript found in 
his papers after his death, published in 1993 by 
the University of Tennessee Press, as The Negro 
Traditions . Another book-length manuscript he 
titled "The Origins of Tradition," was published 
in part and in an early form in Phy/on, the journal 
founded by his college friend W.E.B. DuBois, but 
otherwise remains unpublished. 
Talley and his wife Ellen were the 
parents of three daughters, two of whom survived 
to adulthood. Both were accomplished musicians. 
Their daughter Sonoma excelled in piano, 
studying at the Institute of Musical Art in New 
York (now Julliard), touring internationally and 
teaching music at Pearl High School in Nashville. 
Talley' s daughter Thomasina graduated from 
Fisk, studied at Julliard, and received a doctorate 
from Columbia, eventually becoming chair of the 
music department at North Carolina College for 
Negroes (now North Carolina State University). 
She married historian and Civil Rights pioneer 
Lorenzo Johnston Greene. Ellen Talley died in 
1939; Thomas Washington Talley died July 11 , 
1952, in Nashville. Both are buried in Nashville ' s 
Greenwood Cemetery. Fisk University recently 
restored the Talley home as the Talley Alumni 
House; the project received a Preservation Award 
from the Metropolitan Nashville Historical 
Commission in 2011. 
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